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Abstract
A communication disorder impacts the ability to express or understand language. The American
Speech Language Hearing Association estimates that 5-10% of people in the United States have
a speech or language disorder. A communication disorder may exist alone or as part of another
developmental disorder, such autism, or a developmental cognitive disability. Individuals
diagnosed with disabilities that include communication deficits have increased challenging
behaviors compared to neurotypical peers. A common belief is that all behavior is
communication. This paper discusses research linking communication disorders and challenging
behaviors with recommendations for interventions that support communication with the goal
to decrease challenging behaviors.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
According to the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders
[NIDCD], (2016), it is estimated that six to eight million people have some type of language
impairment, or communication disorder, in the United States. The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act [IDEA], (2017) defines a speech or language disorder as “a communication
disorder, such as stuttering, impaired articulation, a language impairment, or a voice
impairment, that adversely affects a child’s educational performance” (Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 2017, Sec. 300.8 (c) (11)). A communication or language
impairment can affect someone in many different ways. Thankfully there are tools and
strategies to support someone with a language or communication disability.
There are many reasons an individual may have a language impairment, such as being
diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder or other developmental cognitive disabilities. Autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) is defined as “a neurodevelopmental disorder that affect how an
individual processes information and interprets the world” (Minnesota Department of
Education [MDE], n.d., Autism Spectrum Disorders). Although everyone with ASD is unique,
there are typical characteristics of ASD. These characteristics include social communication
deficits, repetitive behaviors, and fixation of interests (Association for Science in Autism
Treatment [ASAT], n.d., Autism Diagnosis). Developmental cognitive disabilities (DCD) can be
defined as disabilities that cause significantly below-average intellectual functioning and other
deficits in adaptive behavior (MDE, n.d., Developmental Cognitive Disabilities, para. 1). There
are many different developmental disabilities. Some common characteristics of a
developmental disability include impairments in language, behavior, physical, and learning
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development (Center of Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021, Facts about
Developmental Disabilities).
In my journey to become a special education teacher, I have had many opportunities to
be in communities with individuals with ASD or who have a developmental disability. These
experiences have always brought me joy and taught me so much about communicating and
interacting with people who are different from me. When I began my teaching career in a
classroom where students had little to no verbal communication, I was overwhelmed with
finding ways to communicate and understand my students. There were many times I had a
student shut down, not follow directions, or have a verbal outburst. Something I started to
notice was when a student would become frustrated it seemed to be due to a
miscommunication or misunderstanding between the student and myself. I started to put
myself in their shoes, unable to communicate like everyone else. I thought about how it may
feel to have a simple need like “I need a drink of water” and how frustrating it would be to not
be able to express that need. I also thought about how challenging it would be to express when
I was uncomfortable or if I didn’t understand the directions. These, and many more, are things
we communicate with others daily or we are able to take care of ourselves. However, my
students are not able to effectively communicate their basic wants and needs to others, such as
being uncomfortable or needing a drink of water.
Communication is an essential part of living. There are many reasons and ways to
communicate. Diekhoff, E. from the Cornerstone of Autism Center (2019), describes at least
eight functions of communication. The communicative functions include requesting items,
requesting attention, refusing, labeling or describing, commenting, answering or asking
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questions, expressing feelings, and engaging in social routines. These are just some of the
reasons we communicate. There are also many different ways to communicate such as
gestures, vocalizing, or using an Augmentative Alternative Communication (AAC) device. The
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), n.d., defines AAC as any way a person
communicates instead of speaking. They explain that “augmentative” adds to someone’s
speech while “alternative” is something used instead of speech. There are different types of
AAC that can be high-tech, low-tech, or no-tech. High-tech AAC could be a speech-generating
device where the communicator uses a tablet or computer to speak by selecting words or
pictures. Low-tech or no-tech AAC includes gesturing, writing, using a communication book to
point to pictures or words. AAC can be a helpful communication tool for individuals with speech
or language disabilities.
For the past few years, I have had about ten students on my caseload, diagnosed with
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or a developmental cognitive disability (DCD) with a comorbid
language or communication disability. Each student is unique in many ways. I have observed
that students who have communication deficits that impact their ability to function have
challenging behaviors. Many of the communicative functions I have seen from my students
include requesting items such as their water bottles. Ideally, when a student needed their
water bottle, they would use a communication device to communicate that they needed a
drink. Sometimes the student gestures to where the water bottle is and then use sign language
to say please or help to indicate they want someone to hand it to them. However, there have
been times when the student has either attempted to request the water bottle but is
misunderstood or someone didn’t notice the gesture and the student became upset and
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started to yell. Another communicative function I have observed in my classroom is when
students try to express their feelings. Students with disabilities sometimes express their feelings
very differently than neurotypical students. Sometimes a small feeling or reaction escalates into
an emotional outburst or reaction. For example, if a student is feeling upset, possibly due to not
getting something they wanted or expected, they may make a verbalization to indicate they are
frustrated or point to what they want. This can then sometimes escalate to challenging
behaviors such as hitting, grabbing, or yelling. A communication device can be used to support
the student so he can express how he feels by touching a picture that speaks an emotion. I also
observe that students communicate via refusals or rejections. There are a lot of demands
expected of students at school, and my students start to become overwhelmed or tired from all
the demands, so they sometimes refuse to comply with the expected task, activity, or
assignment. Communication the refusal might be when the student pushes something off the
table, rips something, verbalizes no, or puts their head down. These are all means of
communicating that they don’t want to do something. Communicating the most basic language
functions is more challenging for my students due to the fact they have a speech or language
disability and cannot express themselves in the same way as the majority of the other people in
their lives.
In my classroom, where the majority of my students are non-verbal communicators, I
needed to learn how to communicate and implement more ways for my students to
communicate. Some of my students were learning how to use a communication book called a
Pragmatic Organization Dynamic Display (PODD) and simple American sign language (ASL) signs
to communicate. Although I had some tools to support students’ communication needs, we are
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all still learning. There are times when my students display challenging behaviors. As I began to
learn more about my students, I tried to stop talking and utilize their communication methods
to attempt to understand what was upsetting them. This is when I began to notice a correlation
between behavior and the inability to communicate.
From my classroom observations and my student interactions, I wondered and searched
for any research about a correlation between behavior and challenging behaviors. I found many
studies and opinions on this topic, some noting a correlation and others that determined that
the challenging behaviors were a result of other characteristics from the disability area.
When a student has significant behaviors in the classroom, a typical approach to
support the student is to conduct a functional behavior assessment (FBA). An FBA is an
assessment tool that helps determine the function of a student’s behavior. There can be many
different functions of behavior depending on the student. Not all students require an FBA, but I
do think it is helpful to think about the function of behaviors for each student. In my opinion,
based on my classroom observations, many of the behaviors I observe appear the function as a
way for students to communicate a need, want, or thought.
When I began thinking about a topic for this thesis project, I thought about my students
and the observations from my classroom. I thought about what was most challenging and
communication seemed to be the biggest. I wanted to better understand and communicate
with my students and try to understand the reason behind specific behaviors, whether that was
shutting down and plopping on the floor or having a verbal outburst. To me, these behaviors
started to clearly show students who were either unable to communicate something or they
were not understanding what I was trying to communicate with them. I wanted to know what
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research was available that discussed the relationship between communication and language
impairments and behaviors for people with ASD or other developmental disabilities. I wanted
to learn if there was data to support this relationship, what were different strategies or
interventions to help students with ASD or a DCD who are also impacted by a language
impairment so they could feel heard and understood.
My research was led by the question: Is there a relationship between language
impairment and challenging behaviors in individuals with ASD or other intellectual disabilities?
If so, which interventions or strategies support and increase communication and language
needs that also decrease challenging behaviors?
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature Search Procedures
To find the literature and information for this thesis, searches of Education Journals,
Academic Search Premier, ERIC, and EBSCO MegaFILE, Research Gate were conducted for
studies and publications from 2000-2021. The keywords that were used in these searches
included “communication,” “behavior,” “Autism Spectrum Disorders,” “developmental
cognitive disabilities,” “intellectual disabilities,” “communication deficits and the relationship
with behavior,” “receptive communication and behavior challenges”, “interventions for
communication and behavior”, “expressive communication and behavior”. This chapter will
review the literature on the relationship between communication impairments and behavior
challenges in individuals with ASD and cognitive disabilities in two sections in the following
order: The Relationship Between Communication Deficits and Behavior in ASD and DCD; and
Support within School Communities.
The Relationship Between Communication Deficits and Behavior in ASD and DCD
Cooper S. A., Smiley E., Allan, A., Jackson, A., Finlayson, J., Mantry, D., and Morrison, J.
(2009), examined self-injurious behaviors (SIBs) and possible reasons why these behaviors were
present with some individuals for intellectual disabilities or Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD).
Cooper S. A. et al. (2009), conducted a two-year study, with participants over the age of
16 and who had an intellectual disability. The researchers sought to find factors that were
directly related to SIBs. The research team focused on related factors including communication
ability, visual impairment, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). They also
wanted to discover the duration of the behavior.
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Once the two-year study was complete, the researchers found that individuals who had
self-injurious behaviors, that their behaviors were not directly related to them also having
communication deficits or autism. Cooper S. A. et al. (2009), discovered that for those with
communication deficits or autism some did have SIBs, however, these specific factors were not
the independent factor relating to their self-injurious behavior. They discussed that although
these factors could be associated with SIBs, they were not directly related and needed to be
studied further.
Cooper, S. A. et al. (2009) found that the lack of communication skills and self-injurious
behaviors are not specifically linked. This finding was surprising as previous research reviewed
by the research team indicated a connection between an individual’s behavior and
communication impairments.
Matson, J. L., Boisjoli, J., and Mahan, S. (2009) studied the relationship between
communication and behavior in young children with autism (p. 253). The researchers recruited
168 toddlers all of who were diagnosed with Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or Pervasive
Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) and had a developmental delay.
At the time of this study, all of the toddlers were enrolled in an early intervention program
(Matson, J. L. et al. 2009, p. 254). A licensed practitioner administered the complete BISCUIT
battery and the BDI-2. Participant guardians also conducted a section of the BISCUIT battery.
The individuals’ receptive and expressive communication skills were also assessed using the
selected assessment tools. The administration was completed in a quiet and private space. The
assessments identified the following challenging behaviors: aggressive or disruptive behavior,
self-injurious behavior, and stereotypic behavior (Matson, J. L. et al. 2009, pp. 255-257).
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The researchers organized the data into two correlations. The first correlation focused
on the relationship between communication and problem behavior. The results indicated lower
expressive and receptive communication skills correlated with lower levels of aggressive
behavior and self-injury. The second correlation found that lower ability of receptive
communication skills related to higher levels of stereotypic and self-injurious behavior (Matson,
J. L. et al. 2009, p. 257).
Results from the study indicated that lower levels of communication (receptive and
expressive) were related to lower levels of aggressive behaviors in toddlers with autism. When
looking at past research, Matson, J. L. et al. (2009) compared their findings to other research
with very young children and concluded that challenging behaviors are often more persistent in
younger children with autism. From the findings, researchers suggested continued research
forced on the relationship between communication and problem behaviors in toddlers and
older children (Matson, J. L. et al. 2009 p. 259).
Park, C. J., Yelland, G. W., Taffe, J. R., and Gray, K. M. (2012) studied the relationship
between a person’s communication ability and possible problematic behaviors is discussed in
another study. The purpose of this study was to analyze the relationship between structural
language skills, communication skills, adaptive behavior, and emotional and behavioral
problems among preschool-aged children. It was hypothesized that better communication skills
would correlate with fewer behavioral issues. It was also investigated and hypothesized that
better structural language skills would be linked with better adaptive functioning skills (pp.
2761-2762).
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The study consisted of 57 preschool-aged children organized into three groups, children
with autism, children without autism but with a developmental delay, and typically developing
children. The participants completed a series of standardized assessments to assess cognitive
and language abilities along with behavior. The participants’ guardians also completed a parentreport questionnaire (Park. C. J. et al., 2012 pp. 2762-2763).
Park, C. J. et al., (2012), found that for children with autism, receptive communication
skills did not correlate with disruptive behaviors examined. The children with autism showed an
association between expressive language skills and their social skills and there was not a
correlation between their expressive language and any emotional or behavioral problems.
When considering the other groups, children with developmental delays and no autism, and
typically developing children, no correlations were found between communication skills and
behavioral problems (p. 2764).
Although the study found that the children with autism did not show a correlation
between receptive language skills and problematic behaviors, receptive communication skills
did show a connection to adaptive behaviors such as daily living and social skills. The
researchers concluded that although communication skills may not be linked to problematic
behavior issues, it is important for children with autism to learn functional communication skills
correlated with behavioral and functional abilities (Park, C. J. et al., 2012, p. 2765).
In another study, the relationship between autism, communication, and anxiety was
examined. Davis, T. E., Moree, B. N., Dempsey, T., Reuther, E. T., Fodstad, J. C., Hess, J. A.,
Jenkins, W. S., & Matson, J. L. (2011) examined if there was a correlation between a
communication impairment and anxiety among children with autism compared to neurotypical
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children. The research team hypothesized that typically developing children with greater
communication impairments would experience increased anxiety levels where children with
autism and communication impairments would have less anxiety (Davis, T. E. et al., 2011, pp.
324-325).
This study included 99 children and adolescents. The participants were either diagnosed
with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or were typically developing. The individuals with
autism were separated into groups of individuals with autism and individuals with pervasive
developmental disorder - not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) (Davis, T. E. et al., 2011, p. 325).
Result analysis was conducted in two forms. First, a preliminary analysis determined if
communication impairments and increased anxiety levels were related to different
demographics variables. The researchers found that male participants who had increased
communication impairments also had increased anxiety levels. The study also had an increased
number of males compared to females with autism. In the second analysis of the results,
researchers found that individuals diagnosed with autism and an increased level of
communication impairments demonstrated lower levels of anxiety, while typically developing
or individuals with PDD-NOS with increased communication impairments also had increased
anxiety levels (Davis, T. E. et al., 2011, pp. 326-327).
Davis, T. E. et al. (2011), discussed limitations of the study. All participants were
assessed using an assessment instrument created specifically for individuals with autism and
the study was not duplicated. The team concluded that in the future, the study should utilize a
more inclusive assessment to separate anxiety symptoms from symptoms of autism (p. 328).
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After reviewing the results, the research team concluded that there were two possible
conclusions from the results. The first possibility was that low-functioning individuals with
autism who had low communication skills had decreased anxiety due to decreased ability to
become anxious. Another possibility was that individuals with reduced communication skills
and autism had more difficulty expressing anxiety. The research team stated that these were
simple ideas and did not fairly show a connection between poor communication skills and
increased anxiety levels in people with autism (Davis, T. E. et al., 2011, p. 328).
Sigafoos J., (2000) examined the relationship between communication development in
young children with developmental disabilities and challenging behaviors they exhibited. In his
study, Sigafoos (2000) hypothesized a child with delayed or impaired communication abilities
would display more challenging behaviors when compared with their typically-developing peers
(pp. 169, 174).
Sigafoos’ (2000) study consisted of 13 preschool-aged children identified with a variety
of severe developmental disabilities, including autism. Sigafoos (2000) stated that the
participants were considered at risk for challenging behaviors due to developmental and
communication delays. The study took place over a three-year period where participants were
assessed by their teachers every six months using the Aberrant Behavior Checklist (ABC) for
assessing behavior. Communication was assessed using the Receptive-Expressive Emergent
Language Scale (REELS-2). The teachers were not told the reason for the study, but, were
provided with assessment materials and instruction about how to complete the necessary
assessments (Sigafoos, 2000, pp. 169-170).
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The results from this study indicated that children with higher scores on the ABC rating
scale, indicating higher levels of challenging behavior, scored lower on the communication
rating scale assessments, indicating a lower communication ability. Due to the strong
correlation between the high behavior and low communication scale scores, Sigafoos examined
the relationship between the ABC scores and each child’s expressive and receptive language
skills. The results showed a high correlation between a child’s receptive language and behavior
scores on the ABC checklist. An insignificant correlation was noted in expressive language
scores compared to the ABC scores (Sigafoos, 2000, pp. 171-172).
This study was not without limitations. Sigafoos (2000) explained limitations included
the small sample size and indicated that this study should be considered preliminary. Although
there was a small sample size, a strength of the study was that it lasted three years. Another
limitation was teacher assessment administration versus direct observation from researchers.
The third limitation Sigafoos reported was that the group of children had a variety of
developmental disabilities. He explained this could be a limitation due to not knowing if the
correlations were present because of specific disability groups. Sigafoos also noted that all
participants were enrolled in a special education preschool. He noted that children enrolled in a
more inclusive environment have been shown to have improved communication abilities.
Despite limitation, the data supported a connection between challenging behaviors and
communication ability (Sigafoos, 2000, p. 175).
Sigafoos (2000) concluded that children with receptive communication delays are more
likely to have increased challenging behaviors. He also noted that students with communication
delays should receive receptive communication/language instruction (p. 175).

18
Baghdadli, A., Pascal, S., and Aussilloux, C. (2003), conducted a study to find what
factors may be causing self-injurious behaviors in children with autism. The researchers wanted
to learn what factors such as, chronological age, gender, adaptive skills, speech level, associated
medical condition, degree of autism, and parental social class could lead to self-injurious
behaviors in children with autism (p. 622).
The study was completed using 222 children under the age of seven all who were
diagnosed with autism. A questionnaire was completed by the participants' care-staff members
which had them rate the child’s self-injurious behavior episodes on a scale from mild to severe.
Other data collected about the participants included retrospective data which asked about the
child’s chronological age, gender, other medical conditions, and the parents’ social class. Data
was also collected from in-take evaluations with information about the participant’s expressive
speech, degree of autism, and adaptive skills The research team split the participants into two
groups, those who showed self-injurious behaviors, and those who did not. The researchers
compared individuals against preselected factors (Baghdadli, A., et al., 2003, pp. 623-624).
Baghdadli, A. et al., (2003) found that the children with low functioning autism, poor
speech and adaptive skills had more intense self-injurious behaviors. From the study analysis
researchers concluded that significant risk factors for self-injurious behaviors may be linked to
younger children, delay in daily living skills, and a high degree of autism. Speech and
communication delays were not significant risk factors, but according to the present findings,
these delays correlated in some way to self-injurious behaviors (pp. 624-626).
Individuals with communication delays are often provided interventions to increase
expressive communication skills. Some researchers are starting to understand that expressive
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skills are not the only area in need of intervention. Kevan, F. (2003), reviewed literature
analyzing the relationship between challenging behavior and receptive communication delays.
Kevan, F., (2003) examined existing research surrounding this topic while focused more on
receptive language skills, which she says is often overlooked. Kevan, F., (2003) examined how
receptive language skills are often overestimated for people with an intellectual disability. She
hypothesized that the challenging behaviors present in many people with disabilities could be
caused by a mismatch in communication skills (p. 75).
Kevan, F., (2003) reviewed existing research and analyzed characteristics of the
relationship between communication and challenging behaviors. Kevan, F., (2003), examined
the functional aspects of challenging behavior. It is understood that a person with a
communication impairment will have more challenging behaviors due to limited expressive
communication skills that prevent communicating their wants and needs in an appropriate way
(p. 76). If the function of the behavior is communication, and communication is impaired,
individuals utilize behaviors to attempt to get their point across.
Kevan, F., (2003) also considered the communication environment in her research. She
noted that the mismatch between the communication environment and the individual’s
receptive communication level can cause more behavior problems, as the individual does not
understand the communication (p. 76).
Kevan, F., (2003) examined past communication interventions and what may need to
change. Data revealed that a mismatch in receptive communication skills correlated to a
person’s challenging behavior; intervention for receptive communication was lacking. A
common approach to reducing challenging behaviors among people with disabilities is
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Functional Communication Training (FCT), which tends to focus on expressive communication
skills. Kevan, F., (2003) also postulated that individuals who work closely with individuals with
intellectual disabilities often overestimate receptive communication, which causes confusion
and frustration to the person with the communication impairment. This manifests in the form
of challenging behavior. She describes that people who believe that the individuals choose to
not listen or follow directions, when it may be the requests are not understood (p. 77).
The research review concluded with Kevan, F., (2003) stating that a mismatch in the
communication environment may be a factor in causing challenging behaviors for those with
intellectual disabilities. Although interventions support expressive communication and
behavior, interventionists should consider the communication and behavior and intentionally
focus on receptive communication in addition to expressive communication (p. 79).
The use of challenging behaviors as a form of expressive communication in children with
autism was studied by Chaing, H. (2008) who studied children with autism in Australia and
Taiwan. He considered three questions. First, what are the communication characteristics of
the challenging behavior? Second, are sample characteristics associated with the amount of
challenging behaviors? And third, are there cultural differences among the communication
variables and challenging behaviors (p. 966)?
Chiang, H. (2008), studied 32 children, who all were diagnosed with autism and had a
communication impairment. All of the students, from Australia, were enrolled in a school for
children with autism. The students from Taiwan were either enrolled in a school for children
with autism, in a specially designed classroom in special education, or in general education
classrooms. Students were all observed in their classroom environments during different
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activities during their day that included academics, choice times, lunch, morning group, and
morning snack. Challenging behaviors were coded only when it was a form of expressive
communication. The function, partner response, and activity were also coded (pp. 967-968).
Results from this study showed that 16 out of the 32 children displayed challenging
behaviors as a form of expressive communication. The function of the behaviors was to request
or reject something. Observed behaviors were directed to both adults and peers, however most
often directed towards adults during academic activities. When communication partners
ignored a behavior, students continued to produce the behaviors as a form of communication.
Results examining cultural differences showed that Australian students had more challenging
behaviors related to expressive communication than the Taiwanese students. Although this
study did not measure the effects of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC), it was
observed that AAC devices or other symbols to support communication did not “fix” the
behavior. Students who used communication methods were still observed using challenging
behaviors as a form of expressive communication (Chiang, H., 2008, pp. 970-971).
Ketelaars, M. P., Cuperus, J., Jansonius, K., and Verhoeven, L. (2010), conducted a
research study to determine if pragmatic language impairments (PLI) correlated with difficult
behaviors. The research team described PLI as difficulty understanding language in the context
of a given situation. The team wanted to examine this connection because there was little to no
research about PLI specifically related to problem behaviors. Prior to conducting their own
study, the research team found a documented research-based correlation between behavioral
problems and communication and language impairments to be correlated with each other.
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With the background knowledge the team hypothesized that PLI correlated with problem
behaviors beginning in younger children (pp. 204-207).
The study included 1,364 four-year-old children all who attended different mainstream
schools. The participants were not required to have a diagnosis such as autism or ADHD,
however, five children were diagnosed and nine children had a developmental delay. The Dutch
versions of the Children’s Communication Checklist (CCC) and the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ) were used to assess the students. Their teachers completed the
assessments. The purpose of the CCC was to determine if the students had a PLI, while the
purpose of the SDQ was to examine behavioral difficulties (Ketelaars, M. P. et al., 2010, pp. 207208).
Ketelaars, M. P. et al. (2010) found a correlation between children with PLI and
behavioral problems. Students with PLI had behavioral problems and also showed high
hyperactivity connections. Other results discovered were that children with PLI also
demonstrated a lack of prosocial behavior compared to their typically developing peers. They
also found that boys with lower pragmatic language skills had more behavioral problems
compared to girls with low pragmatic language skills. Overall, the research team found a
correlation between PLI and behavioral problems (pp. 209-210).
This study had limitations that included that the checklist and questionnaires were
completed by the students’ teachers possibly causing some bias within the study. The use of
the questionnaires gave the team an indirect measure which was another limitation. The study
concluded that children with PLI had a higher risk for developing behavioral problems. The
researchers also concluded that PLI may also predict other disorders such as ADHD, autism, and
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developmental delays. Ketelaars, M. P. et al. (2010) found a relationship between PLI and
behavioral problems, and concluded that early detection of pragmatic language problems is
important in designing interventions that better support language development (pp. 212-213).
A meta-analysis examining the impact of language impairments on challenging behavior
in children was conducted by Curtis, P. R., Frey, J. R., Watson, C. D., Hampton, L. H., and
Roberts, M. Y., (2018). The research team addressed several questions to guide the study. First,
did children with a language impairment have a greater chance of having problem behaviors?
Does age relate to the correlation between language impairment and problem behavior? And,
are language impairments associated more with internalizing behaviors or externalizing
behaviors (p. 2)?
Curtis, P. R. et al. (2018), analyzed over 50 studies to find answers to the research
questions. Results from the studies showed that overall, children with language impairments
had greater rates of challenging behaviors compared to their typically developing peers. The
correlation between a child with language delays and behavior challenges was greater in older
children. However, the researchers found this correlation also appeared in children as young as
one and a half. The research team also examined whether children with a language delay
internalized or externalized behaviors. They discovered no significant association between the
behaviors (pp. 7-8).
The researchers discovered that children with a language impairment had more
behavioral challenges than typically developing peers. It was also found that older children had
a greater chance of increased behavioral challenges as compared to younger children. Lastly, no
significant difference between internalized and externalized behavior among children with
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language delays was noted. Limitations from this study were that some studies did not report
all subtest scores on the assessments. Another limitation was due to the many different studies
and the number of researchers. There was not a way to separate different behaviors such as
Attention Deficit Disorders or Oppositional Defiant Disorders. Curtis, P. R. et al. (2018)
concluded that with the finding from these studies, identifying challenging behaviors
(internalized or externalized) should be considered to provide appropriate early interventions
(pp. 9-11).
Chow, J. C., and Wehby, J. H. (2016) completed a review that examined the associations
between language disorders and challenging behaviors. The researchers aimed to find what
concurrent and predictive correlations appeared between challenging behaviors and language
ability. To conduct research, the team systematically reviewed to find eligible studies. Studies
included in the analysis measured language and behavior. Participants included both students
with disabilities and students who were typically developing. Participants in the studies were
between the ages of three and 21 (pp. 65-66).
The research team found 19 reports to include in the review. Among the studies were
participants from a wide range of ages, typically developing, at risk of a disability, or diagnosed
with a disability. Multiple language and behavioral measures assessed the participants. The
team also conducted a search that compared receptive and expressive language and
internalized and externalized behavior (Chow, J. C. and Wehby, J. H., 2016, pp. 69, 73).
Results from the analysis showed a correlation between low language skills and greater
challenging behaviors. Results also showed a correlation between receptive and expressive
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language skills, but the difference between them was minimal (Chow, J. C. and Wehby, J. H.,
2018, pp. 76-77).
Overall, the findings from Chow, J. C. and Wehby, J. H. (2016) added to previous
research that there is a correlation between language and behavior. Understanding this
connection will help provide children with or without identified deficits with appropriate
interventions that support language skills (p. 77).
Williams, D. L., Siegel, M., and Mazefsky, C. A. (2017) studied the possible correlation
between language ability and challenging behaviors in people with autism. The study compared
minimally verbal individuals with those who were fluently verbal. The purpose of the study was
to determine if there was a correlation between challenging behaviors and low language ability
(p. 2668).
WIlliams, D. L. et al. (2017) included 346 individuals in the study. All participants were
diagnosed with autism and all were inpatients at a psychiatric hospital. The study consisted of
two groups of participants, minimally verbal and fluently verbal to analyze if there was a
correlation between behavior and verbal ability. Data was gathered using the Analysis of
Covariance (ANCOVA) to examine the severity of the challenging behaviors related to the
different variables and then compared between minimally verbal and fluently verbal
participants (pp. 3670-3672).
Results showed little to no difference in challenging behaviors when the two groups
were compared. Another hypothesis examined if there was a correlation between challenging
behaviors and coping skills. The researchers found a correlation in an individual who had more
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challenging behaviors and fewer coping and adaptive skills (Williams, D. L. et al., 2017, pp.
3672-3673).
Williams, D. L., et al. (2017), discussed that although they did not find a significant
correlation between challenging behaviors and verbal ability, there was a correlation between
challenging behaviors and coping and adaptive skills. Researchers discussed there may be a
positive correlation between interventions that increased communication skills and reduced
challenging behaviors because individuals learned more coping and adaptive skills. A limitation
of this study was that all participants were patients at a psychiatric hospital which may have
resulted in insufficient results as the results were not generalized to other populations of
individuals with autism. Overall, this study provided important information about a correlation
between behavior and coping skills that should be further researched (pp. 3673-3674).
Interventions to develop communication skills and lessen challenging behaviors
A common intervention used to support a person with communication impairments and
challenging behaviors is Functional Communication Training (FCT). Durand, V. M. and
Moskowitz, L., J., (2019), discussed the relationship between communication impairments and
behavior. The researchers reviewed past literature and historical findings on the topic and
examined the current FCT research focused on the benefits, and possible problems (p. 138).
Historically philosophers have documented the relationship between communication
and behavior for centuries. They noted that both Plato, a Greek philosopher (348 BCE), and
French philosopher Rousseau (18th century) found that a young child’s crying behavior was a
way to communicate their wants and needs. Durand, V. M., and Moskowitz, L., J., (2019) also
commented on more recent research that links communication impairments and challenging
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behavior. Van Daal, Verhoeven, and Van Balkom (2007) found that children with
communication impairments had a higher rate of challenging behaviors as compared to their
typically developing peers (p. 138-139).
Following historical review, Durand, V. M., and Moskowitz, L., J., (2019), considered
whether communication challenges caused difficult behavior. They determined that
communication impairments do not “cause” challenging behavior, but that people with
communication challenges have more challenging behaviors than their peers. This is especially
true if the challenging behavior is reinforced. Studies have shown that although someone may
have the skills to communicate, there are times that challenging behavior is an easier way to
access wants and needs (p. 139).
Functional Communication Training (FCT) has been used as an intervention to provide
caregivers, teachers, families, etc. with a way to support people with developmental disabilities
and communication impairments with challenging behaviors. FCT has been documented by
many studies and is an effective intervention that increases communication and reduces
problem behaviors, in the way of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). FCT
focuses on determining the function of a behavior and providing the communicator with a
replacement behavior, such as using an AAC device to support more appropriate
communication. There is a higher chance of the problem behavior returning if FCT is not taught
correctly. The research stated the importance of a good reinforcement schedule and ensuring
that the replacement communication is easier than the challenging behavior (Durand, V. M.,
and Moskowitz, L., J., 2019, pp. 139-140).
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Newer research, reviewed by Durand, V. M., and Moskowitz, L., J., (2019),
recommended that families who use FCT should also receive cognitive behavior therapy (CBT).
The researchers’ discovered families were not following through with the FCT interventions due
to feeling either incapable of continuing FCT or feeling the child was unable to be successful
with FCT due to the disability. When parents received CBT along with FCT they were more
confident in their ability to continue FCT to help their child be successful. They also found that
taking time to understand feelings surrounding the challenging behaviors and FCT, was
important in helping the families succeed (p. 142).
Durand, V. M., and Moskowitz, L., J., (2019) concluded that the link between
communication impairment and challenging behaviors was due to the fact that the behavior
was often easier or the only way to express wants and needs. FCT has been a successful way to
support a person with a communication impairment, although more research is needed to find
ways to better support the caretakers, teachers, and family members of individuals with
developmental disabilities (p. 142).
Functional Communication Training (FCT) was used in a study to determine if using FCT
reduced problem behaviors in an instructional setting with children with autism. Fragale, C.,
Rojeski, L., O’Reilly, M., and Gevarter, C. (2016) examined whether challenging behaviors would
be reduced if students were given the opportunity to request a desired item before instruction
(p. 139).
Four participants, all diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) who had shown
challenging behaviors, specifically when it came to tangible items, and who could focus on the
task versus the item they wanted were used as the study subjects. Most of the participants also

29
had a communication delay. The interventions all took place in a familiar space where the
participants had either worked before or where they typically received therapy or instructional
sessions. Challenging behaviors noted included aggression, self-injury, elopement, whining, and
vocal protesting. All participants showed some variety of these types of behaviors during an
instructional session. (Fragale, C. et al., 2016, pp. 140-141).
Prior to assessment, the participants were given the opportunity to choose an item to
play with. This was to select preferred items for the instructional sessions and to determine if
the preferred item continued or reduced the intensity of the behavior. The research team
conducted two types of interventions. One intervention was the antecedent FCT, which gave
the student a short opportunity to play with the preferred item, which then was taken away
and set within eyesight, but not within reach. The students were taught to request the
preferred item. The second intervention did not include the teaching session and began as
normal. The instructional sessions occurred for 15 minutes either with or without FCT. Data was
collected via video recordings by graduate students in special education, who recorded the
behaviors that took place during the sessions (Fragale, C. et al., 2016, pp. 141-143).
An analysis of the results showed that the participants had fewer behaviors when they
were provided FCT as compared to a greater number of challenging behaviors when they were
not provided FCT prior to the instructional sessions. Students also showed more engagement
when the sessions were followed by FCT; and engagement was less when FCT was not
provided. Fragale, C. et al. (2016), discussed that while they conducted a study to provide
interventions to reduce challenging behaviors, it was not done by replacing challenging
behavior with appropriate communication, but rather it was an intervention in which the value
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of reinforcement was decreased by providing access to the reinforcement before the testing
conditions (pp. 143-144).
There are different ways to provide intervention to students with communication
impairments and challenging behaviors. As discussed, functional communication training is one
successful intervention. Gregg, K. (2016), wrote on different strategies to provide intervention
for students with communication disorders and challenging behaviors. The author believes that
students with a communication impairment often have challenging behaviors due to their
frustrations with communication via aggressive behavior and social withdrawal. Gregg, K.
(2016) provided a few strategies to support students in the classroom. The strategies are
collaborations, communication modification, and peer supports (p. 445).
Gregg, K. (2016) introduced two students with a communication impairment but who
presented their challenging behaviors differently. One student showed more “typical”
challenging behaviors while the other student was often socially isolated. Gregg, K., (2016)
reported on the importance of social competence, and how communication impairments affect
a child’s ability to be socially competent. When a student is unable to communicate their wants
and needs, they have a hard time learning typical social skills by peer interaction. She also
noted that challenging behaviors often have three functions: escape, obtaining something such
as attention, and to fulfill a sensory need. Finally, she mentions that students who are excluded
from their peers and classroom activities have fewer opportunities to learn social competence,
hear the socially appropriate language, and learn beside others in cooperative play (p. 446).
Strategies to support students with communication impairments and to reduce
challenging behaviors include collaboration, communication modifications, and peer support.
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First, Gregg, K. (2016) explained that collaboration to plan functional goals and support
communication reduces challenging behaviors. She recommends that when creating
communication and language goals for students functional social-emotional goals paired with
language goals should be considered. Another strategy is to determine a good fit for an
alternative communication system. Methods commonly include sign language, voice output
devices, and picture communication systems. It is important to choose a method that works
well for the student and their environment. Peer understanding and use of the communicative
device is also important. The final strategy is peer support. To support a student’s social
competence, it is important for the student to interact with peers in a natural setting. The
author noted that to have a successful communication system for the student, people in their
environment need to understand the systems as well so they can respond by modeling
communication using the alternative system (pp. 447-450).
To conclude, Gregg, K. (2016), found that with the strategies in place, both students
made improvements in their behaviors. They improved social competence and worked and
played alongside their peers more appropriately. Although challenging behaviors can disrupt a
classroom, creating a plan that follows strategies explained in this article addresses the
student’s communication, environment, and behavior (pp. 451-452).
Kurtz, P. F., Boelter, E. W., Jarmolowicz, D. P., Chin, M. D., and Hagopian, L. P. (2011),
analyzed functional communication training (FCT) literature. The research team examined FCT
as an intervention for challenging behaviors for individuals with intellectual disabilities (p.
2935).
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This study was conducted by selecting and reviewing studies about FCT as a treatment
for challenging behaviors. The team found 29 studies, with 28 studies that met the criteria:
experimental, well-established, and probably efficacious. Once the studies were collected and
reviewed, the team determined that FCT was a well-established treatment for challenging
behaviors for people with intellectual disabilities (Kurtz, P. F., et al., 2001 pp. 2936-2937).
The study results documented that FCT was a well-established treatment for children
with challenging behaviors, and considered probably efficacious for adults. The research team
reported that 16 of the 28 studies included individuals with autism and that found FCT is a wellestablished intervention for people with autism (Kurtz, P. F., et al., 2001 pp. 2937-2939).
Kurtz, P. F., et al., (2001), reported that FCT as an effective intervention for people with
communication impairments and challenging behavior. They noted that FCT is a very
individualized intervention because the reinforcements, form of communication, and method
of training varied due to individual needs. Although FCT is individualized, it follows similar steps
for each person. It is important to identify what reinforces the problem behavior, choose a
communication response, establish a procedure for the communication response, decide if
other treatments are necessary, and plan for generalization. Overall, the team concluded that
FCT is an effective intervention to support communication needs in individuals with intellectual
disabilities and communication impairments (p. 2940).
Another intervention to support communication while reducing behaviors was discussed
in a study conducted by Keen, D., Sigafoos, J., and Woodyatt, G. (2001). The purpose of the
study was to examine teacher-implemented interventions to determine the effectiveness of
replacing prelinguistic behaviors with functional communication. The teacher-implemented
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intervention examined in this study was a variation of functional communication training (FCT)
(pp. 385-386).
This study consisted of four participants, aged three to seven, who had autism and were
enrolled in a part-time educational program. The teachers of the participants completed the
Receptive-Expressive Emergent Language Scale (REELS-2), to determine the student’s language
abilities. Teachers also completed the Topeka Association for Retarded Citizens (TARC)
assessment system in order to assess the students’ self-help, motor, communication, and social
skills. All students had a communication delay and showed delays in emotional and behavioral
skills. The study was completed in the students’ typical learning environment. Observations
happened at different times including playtime, snack time, and group instruction.
Communication functions were determined for each participant and included greetings,
requesting food, taking turns, and making choices. Baseline data was collected in 10-minute
sessions during identified activity areas. Interventions were conducted by providing a 30minute training program for the teachers. Teachers were trained on ways to respond,
encourage, and acknowledge replacement behaviors. Data was collected during several 10minute segments during the specified sessions (Keen, D. et al., 2001, pp. 386-389).
Following the interventions, all four participants decreased prelinguistic behaviors and
increased the replacement functional communication. These results showed that the teacherimplemented interventions were effective. The research team noted that some students
learned the replacement communication skills quickly. They believed that this was because the
replacement behavior was easier than the prelinguistic behaviors. Keen, D. et al. (2001)
mentioned continuing this research by continuing the interventions with other people in the

34
child’s environment such as guardians. This intervention could support students with
developmental disabilities and communication impairments to communicate in more effective
ways (pp. 390-397).
A longitudinal study was conducted by Curtis, P.R., Kaiser, A.P., Esabrook, R., and
Roberts, M. Y., (2019) to analyze the effectiveness of Enhanced Milieu Teaching (EMT), and
language intervention as a way to decrease problem behaviors among young children with
language delays. The research team examined previous studies about the relationship between
language delays and challenging behaviors as a guide. The study was completed in order to
analyze the effectiveness of parent-implemented EMT among toddlers and pre-school aged
children with language delays (pp. 576-581).
Curtis, P. R., et al., (2019) created this study that included 97 toddler and preschoolaged children. The group of participants were split into two groups, an intervention group and a
control group. Participants in the intervention group participated in 28 sessions, which lasted
three months, and occurred in their home or a clinic setting. Parents of the participants were
taught the six different language intervention strategies. The children in the control group did
not receive the intervention however were able to participate in other early interventions. Data
was collected for baseline, at 3-months, 9-months, and 15-months from the beginning of the
study. Data was collected using the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) completed by parents of
participants. The children’s rate of communication was assessed by calculating utterances
spoken by the child during observational sessions at baseline and following intervention (pp.
581-582).
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The children who received the EMT interventions demonstrated increased
communication skills and decreased problem behaviors. The 12-month follow-up data showed
EMT increased communication skills and decreased challenging behaviors. The research team
believed that one-way EMT impacted the child’s behavior was due to parent involvement.
Parents were directed to interact with their child by following their lead during play time and by
supporting a more secure attachment (Curtis, P. R., et al., 2019, pp. 584, 587-588).
Curtis, P. R. et al. (2019), found a few limitations to this study. First, the study relied on
the parents to report their child's problem behaviors which could have caused discrepancies
within the study. Certain behaviors from both the parents and children were not able to be
coded including the parents’ responsiveness to emotion-regulation strategies and distress was
another limitation. The children’s emotion-regulation strategies were not coded as well and
communication was only observed by the researchers in the clinic versus within the home
setting (p. 589).
The researchers concluded from the study results that EMT is an effective intervention
that increases communication skills and decreases challenging behaviors. Researchers noted
that it was encouraging to find that the three-month intervention time continued to positively
impact students 12 months later. The team found the findings important to support early
interventions that address language and communication delays (Curtis, P. R., et al., 2019, p.
590).
Kahveci, G., and Ataman, A. (2017) examined the effectiveness of a Conjoint Behavior
Consultation (CBC) intervention. This model looked at combining school, special education, and
family in order to address communication and behavior for a student with a visual impairment
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and autism. The goal was to increase the student’s communication and social skills while
decreasing challenging behaviors (p. 372).
Kahveci, G. and Ataman, A., (2017) described CBC as a focus on collaboration between
the school and parents, sharing responsibility, to support social, academic, and behavioral
needs. The idea and purpose behind the CBC approach is that collaboration between home and
school to provide interventions will positively affect the student. Previous studies utilizing CBC
showed positive effects for communication skills and challenging behaviors (p. 373).
This study focused on a 13-year-old visually-impaired student who had a diagnosis of
autism. The goal of this study was to use CBC to increase the student’s communication and
social skills while decreasing challenging behaviors. Prior to the study, the student
communicated in basic forms giving one-word answers and could sing parts of songs he knew
well. Problem behaviors included yelling, physical aggression towards others and property
destruction, sudden mood changes, and impulsiveness. Prior to the intervention targeted
problem behaviors were determined by the team as well as how to conduct the intervention.
The interventions were then completed within the child’s school and home setting (Kahveci, G.
and Ataman, A., 2017, pp. 375-378).
Results from this study showed an increase in appropriate communication abilities and a
decrease in challenging behaviors for the focus student. This finding supports previous research
suggesting that the CBC method can be effective in increasing communication skills and
decreasing challenging behaviors (Kahveci, G. and Ataman, A., 2017, p. 380).
Smidt, A., Balandin, S., Reed, V., and Sigafoos, J. (2007) examined the effects of
communication training for staff of individuals with developmental disabilities who displayed
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challenging behaviors and had communication impairments. The team wanted to determine if
training the staff who worked in residential facilities on specific Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) use would improve staff interactions with the residents resulting in
decreased challenging behaviors. Part of the rationale for doing the communication training
with the staff was to help the staff communicate in a way their residents were able to
understand (pp. 16-17).
The research team found three organizations to conduct the study. Each organization
participated with one focus resident and staff who worked with the focus resident. The
residents chosen were either diagnosed with a developmental disability or autism. Residents
displayed a variety of challenging behaviors such as aggression towards others, disrobing,
repetitive language, and hyperactivity. Staff members were trained following the MOSAIC
training. The training consisted of staff collaborating to identify communicative behaviors and
develop appropriate alternative behaviors. Baseline data was collected over a two to three
week period prior to the training via video recordings of staff members interacting with the
focus residents in a familiar environment (Smidt, A. et al. 2007, pp. 18-20).
When the training was complete data collection took place every three months over a
12-month period. Smidt, A. et al. (2007) found that the use of AAC among the staff increased,
but not significantly. Possibly the use of AAC didn’t increase as much as expected due to staff
changes that occurred. Interactions between staff and residents yielded positively with staff
using more praise and less inappropriate language. Staff were discovered to adjust their
communication level to match the resident’s communication levels, however this was not
sustained past three months possibly also due to the staffing changes that occurred.
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Considering the residents' challenging behaviors, results showed little decrease of these
behaviors. This could have been due to lack of reliable data collection (pp. 22-25).
Overall, training staff to work with individuals who have developmental disabilities using
different AAC methods, had some impact on residents' challenging behaviors. The impact
wasn’t significant however, possibly due to factors such as the staffing changes or inconsistent
data collection (Smidt, A. et al. 2007, pp. 26-27).
Falcomata, T. S., White, P., Muething, C. S., and Fragale, C. (2012) evaluated an
intervention that included Functional Communication Training (FCT) and scheduled
reinforcement to decrease challenging behaviors in a person with autism. The purpose of this
study was to determine the effectiveness of combining two intervention types, FCT and chained
schedule of reinforcement, to address multiple functions of challenging behavior (p. 529).
The team conducted a study which included one participant, an eight-year-old boy with
autism, who attended an applied behavior analysis (ABA) program as well as a public school.
The participant engaged in multiple forms of challenging behavior including self-injury, property
destruction, and aggression. Prior to the intervention a functional behavioral analysis (FBA) was
completed to identify the function of the participant’s behavior. This analysis found that his
behaviors had multiple functions. The team designed the interventions including FCT and the
chained schedule of reinforcement to support the individual (Falcomata, T. S., et al., 2012, p.
531).
The intervention took place at the participant's school, in a familiar room that was
attached to his classroom. The intervention sessions were five minutes in length consisting of
two parts. The first part of the intervention allowed the participant to choose a toy. He was
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allowed to enjoy the toy for a set amount of time and then it was taken away. The
interventionist then gave the student his work and told him if he wanted the toy back, he
needed to ask. Any challenging behaviors that arose, were ignored. The second part of the
intervention began similarly, with the participant getting to choose a toy to play with. The toy
was then taken away and the work was given to him. This time the interventionist told the
participant the work needed to be completed and once it was completed, he could ask for the
toy back (Falcomata, T. S. et al.,2012, pp. 533-534).
Results from the first part of the intervention showed the participant having zero
challenging behaviors and increased communication, asking for the item he wanted. When the
requirement of the worksheet was included the participant had reduced rates of challenging
behaviors and again increased communication about the item he wanted. From these results,
researchers concluded that the combination of FCT and chained schedule reinforcement was
effective when attempting to decrease challenging behaviors that served multiple functions
(Falcomata, T. S. et al., 2012, pp. 534-535).
Functional Communication Training (FCT) is a common intervention for increasing
students' communication skills and decreasing challenging behaviors. Radhakrishnan, S.,
Gerow, S., and Weston, R. (2020) examined the literature on behavior resurgence after FCT
interventions were completed. The purpose of this review was to review the literature to
identify what components of different studies caused less resurgence of challenging behaviors
(pp. 213-216).
Radhakrishnan, S. et al. (2020) gathered 14 articles that met the criteria which included
that participants needed to be diagnosed with a disability, FCT was used as an intervention

40
strategy, and FCT was followed with an extinction phase. Data was collected that compared
baseline data to data gathered following extinction. From the 14 studies collected, over 40
individuals participated with a range of disabilities such as autism, developmental delay, and
intellectual disabilities. All participants engaged in a variety of challenging behaviors and
interventions took place in a variety of locations (pp. 224-225).
After examining the studies, the team found that resurgence of challenging behaviors
happened on average within three months of the FCT intervention. Although challenging
behaviors occurred after FCT, data found that behaviors to occurred less than the baseline data
reported. The researchers found that the longer the extinction phase resulted in less
resurgence of challenging behaviors. Since results from the study found a resurgence of
challenging behaviors, the researchers suggested that FCT intervention should continue to be
implemented as long as possible. (Radhakrishnan, S. et al., 2020, pp. 233-236).
Andzik, N. R., Cannella-Malone, H. I., and Sigafoos, J. (2016) discussed the effectiveness
of practitioners who implemented Functional Communication Training (FCT). The purpose of
this literature review was to analyze the results of multiple studies to determine if there was
enough evidence to support effective implementation of FCT (p. 79).
The research team identified 12 studies to include in the analysis. The studies included
school-aged children and the study design included at least three opportunities for data
collection, all participants had a disability and challenging behavior. FCT was utilized as the
intervention in a classroom setting with the FCT implemented by the teacher or another
member on the student’s team. Data variables collected included participant information such
as the specific disability and observed behaviors. Subjects included a total of 32 participants
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between the ages of three to 18. With multiple disabilities, including Autism, developmental
disabilities, and intellectual disabilities. Most studies took place in special education classrooms.
Some occurred in inclusive settings and a couple were in pre-k settings. In the majority of
studies, a teacher implemented the intervention and in others, either a paraprofessional or
another team member conducted the intervention (Andzik, N. R. et al., 2016 pp. 80-83).
Data from the studies compiled by Andzik, N. R. et al. (2016), found positive results.
Research data found that teachers or other members of the team were effective implementers
of the interventions based on positive outcomes for the students in most studies. One study
reported mixed results and no studies reported negative results. Although many positive results
from the literature review were found, limitations were discussed. First, the type of training
each study provided to the teacher or other team members varied. There was also limited
information to determine if the teachers correctly implemented the FCT (pp. 85-87).
The researcher team recommended that future research consider the limitations when
conducting additional research on this topic. From the research, teachers and other team
members could implement FCT with positive outcomes such as increasing students'
communication skills and decreasing challenging behaviors (Andzik, N. R. et al. 2016, p. 87).
Muharib, R., Walker, V., Alresheed, F., and Gerow, S. (2020) analyzed multiple studies to
find the effects of using multiple schedule reinforcement to improve communication and
challenging behaviors. The purpose of this study was to answer three questions. First, what
parameters were in studies that included multiple schedules of reinforcements? Second, what
were the effects of the intervention for appropriate communication and challenging behaviors?
And finally, did the varying characteristics of the participants (age, disability, communication
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ability) produce different outcomes for multiple schedule reinforcement interventions (pp. 613,
615)?
The research team analyzed 35 studies that included 78 participants between the ages
of three to 22. Participants were diagnosed with a variety of disabilities such as autism,
intellectual disabilities, and behavior disorders. The participants' communication abilities varied
from using prelinguistic language, one-word utterances, and speaking in full sentences. Some
participants used a form of AAC for communication. Participants engaged in behaviors that
included aggression, property destruction, self-injurious behavior, elopement, and stereotypy
(Muharib, R., et al., 2020, p. 618).
Muharib, R., et al. (2020) found no significant differences in intervention effects based
on the different characteristics of the participants. Overall, the results of this analysis found
that multiple schedule reinforcement positively increased communication and decreased
challenging behaviors for the subjects (pp. 625-627).
O’Reilly, M., Fragale, C., Gainey, S., Kang, S., Koch, H., Shubert, J., El Zein, F., Longino, D.,
Chung, M., Ziwei, X., White, P., Lang, R., Davis, T., Rispoli, M., Lancioni, G., Didden, R., Healy, O.,
Kagohara, D., van der Meer, L., Sigafoos, J. (2012) evaluated an antecedent communication
intervention and the effectiveness for challenging behaviors. Antecedent interventions were
described as a number of prevention strategies to reduce challenging behaviors. Strategies
included student choice, teaching communication and social skills, and modifying activities (pp.
1462-1463).
The O’Reilly, M. et al. (2012) study included three participants between the ages of five
and nine. Each participant had been diagnosed with a developmental disability and autism. The
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students had a variety of communication abilities which included speaking one-word utterances
and inconsistently speaking short phrases. The students were typically fixated on items and
engaged in challenging behaviors when the teachers attempted redirection to another
classroom activity (p. 1464).
A functional communication analysis was conducted prior to the intervention. Students
were exposed to both a non-antecedent and an antecedent communication intervention.
During the antecedent communication intervention, students were taught how to request the
item that caused the challenging behavior. During this part of the intervention, the challenging
behaviors were ignored. When students requested an item, they were given their choice item
(O’Reilly, M., et al. 2012, p. 1465).
O’Reilly, M., et al. (2012), analyzed the results and found there was a decrease in
challenging behaviors following the antecedent communication intervention. The research
team discussed their findings of the effectiveness of this intervention. They found the
antecedent communication intervention was effective in decreasing challenging behaviors. The
team explained that although this intervention was effective in reducing challenging behaviors,
it did not eliminate the behaviors. O’Reilly, M., et al. recommended that this intervention
should be combined with other communication interventions in order to have the most success
(pp. 1466-1467).
Many communication intervention studies included participants under the age of 21.
Gregori, E., Wendt, O., Gerow, S., Peltier, C., Genc-Tosun, D., Lory, C., Gold, Z. S., (2019),
examined studies that included adults with autism. The purpose of the analysis was to find the
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effectiveness of Functional Communication Training (FCT) for adults with autism and
challenging behaviors (p. 42).
Gergori, E. et al. (2019), evaluated eight studies that evaluated the use of FCT with
autism. There were eight participants between the ages of 18 and 47 included in the studies. All
participants were diagnosed with autism and a variety of challenging behaviors were reported
for all participants. The function of challenging behaviors was evaluated. Functions of behaviors
included escape from demands, attention, and access to tangible things. Participants used
different forms of communication such as card exchange, vocal words, and speech-generated
devices. FCT interventions were implemented in different settings across studies (pp. 53, 56).
The analysis of the eight studies found immediate moderate effects of the FCT
interventions with adults with autism. However, out of the eight studies, none reported
generalization or maintenance, which didn’t give the research team information about the longterm effectiveness of FCT. The researchers summarized there was some evidence for the
effectiveness of FCT interventions for adults with autism, however, due to limited research,
conclusions were not definitive (Gergori, E. et al., 2019, pp. 57-59).
Davis, T. N., O’Reilly, M. F., Kang, S., Rispoli, M., Lang, R., Machalicek, W., Chan, J. M.,
Lancioni, G., Sigafoos, J. (2009) conducted a single case study to determine the impact of
functional communication training (FCT) for a child who exhibited challenging behaviors. The
study also sought to find the effects when a reinforcer was included while teaching FCT to the
student (pp. 516-517).
The study consisted of one participant aged four years. The participant was diagnosed
with Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) and an expressive
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language delay as he communicated in three-word utterances. The participants' target
behaviors mostly included verbal protests and frequent fixation with specific toys within his
classroom. The student exhibited challenging behaviors when he was redirected to other
classroom activities from the toy (Davis, T. N. et al., 2009, p. 517).
During FCT intervention the student was allowed to play with his preferred toy for a set
amount of time prior to the intervention sessions. At the beginning of the intervention, the
interventionist removed the toy then modeled appropriate communication asking for the toy
back. When the student used appropriate communication he was given more play time with
the toy. During the intervention all challenging behavior was ignored. The student was given
access to the toy prior to some sessions and not given access to the toy before other sessions
(Davis, T. N. et al., 2009, p. 518).
Davis, T. N. et al. (2009) found when the student was given access to the toy prior to the
intervention sessions, the challenging behaviors were less frequent than when the student was
not given access to the toys. Researchers also found that the student used more appropriate
communication during the FCT interventions. The research team concluded that challenging
behaviors decreased and communication increased when the student was given access to the
reinforcer. Davis, T. N. et al. (2009) suggested future research should examine combining
antecedent interventions and FCT interventions using more participants (pp. 518-520).
Augmentative and Alternative Communication
Many individuals with communication challenges benefit from school supports and
services which may include the use of an augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)
device and speech and language services. Meeks, J. H. (2017) wanted to determine if the
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communication skills in students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) increased across
settings when using speech-generated devices (SGD). Meeks, J. H., 2017, sought to find
whether the use of speech-generated devices (SGD) increased communication in students with
ASD across settings? Researchers hypothesized that once students learned to use an iPad
communication device their ability to request a snack would increase across settings. With the
increased number of children being diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and the
increased need for teaching communication skills, Meeks, J. H., (2017) completed a research
study using an Apple iPad and specific applications to teach communication skills to
preschoolers with ASD using an Apple iPad (p. 159).
The study took place at a preschool in Georgia where 20 of 260 students received
special education services. Participant criteria included students with an ASD diagnosis between
the ages of 3-5 who demonstrated communication deficits and could reach out and touch icons
on an iPad. Two students qualified for the study. (Meeks, J. H., 2017 pp. 162-163).
Researchers gathered baseline data, then spent five days teaching the students how to
use the Go Talk communication app on the iPads. Following the training, the intervention began
with teaching students to use the iPad and AAC application to request a specific snack for five
consecutive days. The students then used their AAC device to choose a work center (Meeks, J.
H., 2017 pp. 172-173).
The results showed that both students demonstrated increased communication skills
following the teaching when provided opportunities to use the AAC application on the Apple
iPad. Both students initially did not use the iPad, nor did they have the communication skills to
tell what they wanted. After being taught how to use the iPad and presented with it each day at
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snack and during centers in the special education classroom, both students increased
requesting skills. The study was supposed to continue in the general education classroom,
however, neither student would transition into the general education classroom during snack
time (Meeks, J. H., 2017 p. 178).
Study limitations included that students weren’t able to successfully use the iPad with
the AAC application due to different activities happening at the school. Which created an
absence from the general education classrooms multiple days in a row. Another limitation was
the small participant size. Although both students increased their communication skills the
participant size was small making the generalization of the study more difficult to determine.
The third limitation included finding an accurate baseline because the students were already
taught how to use the AAC device on the iPad. Another limitation was that requesting was the
only form of communication addressed. Lastly, an independent observer (the teacher) did not
agree with using technology for communication purposes and left halfway through the research
study. The author concluded that the application on the Apple iPad positively increased the
students’ ability to make requests for snacks and make choices during center time (Meeks, J. H.,
2017 pp. 180-181).
The meta-analysis by Walker, V. L. and Snell, M. E. (2013) examined the effects of
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) on challenging behaviors among children
with disabilities. The researchers sought to analyze multiple studies which used AAC
interventions to support students' communication needs and to see the effects it has on
behavioral challenges that are often present among students with communication
impairments. Based on previous research showing a correlation between communication and
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behavior, the researchers believed that interventions that target communication should
positively impact challenging behaviors (p. 117).
The study utilized three focus areas to best understand the effects of AAC interventions
on challenging behavior. The first focus was to consider the overall effect of AAC interventions
to address challenging behavior. Second, the team determined the characteristics of the study
including participants, intervention characteristics, and intervention outcomes. Third,
researchers evaluated the quality of the AAC interventions. Interventions identified by the
researchers included functional communication training (FCT), choice making, Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS), and milieu training. The criteria was formulated as the team
found studies to analyze. The criteria consisted of studies that had a single-case research
design, used AAC interventions to address expressive communication, included at least one
individual with a disability, and included a relative measure for challenging behavior. From the
criteria, 54 studies qualified and were analyzed for this study (Walker, V. L. and Snell, M. E.,
2013, pp. 118-119).
The researchers gathered characteristics from all of the studies to analyze the results.
There were 111 participants ranging in ages from younger than five to 18 years old. However,
the majority of participants were under the age of 12. Common diagnosis included intellectual,
developmental disabilities, and autism spectrum disorders. The majority of participants
communicated verbally at an emergent level and some students used some form of AAC
(unaided and aided without speech output) prior to the interventions. Behaviors observed from
participants included destructive, disruptive, and distracting behaviors. The majority of
interventions took place in participants' classrooms (Walker, V. L. and Snell, M. E., 2013 p. 123).
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Once all results were gathered and analyzed, researchers found several important
conclusions. First, AAC was beneficial in reducing challenging behaviors when AAC was used as
a communication intervention. It was also found that AAC interventions were most effective
under these conditions when conducted with younger children, when a functional behavioral
analysis (FBA) was conducted along with the AAC intervention, and when FCT was used
alongside AAC to address behaviors. In conclusion, with these specifications in place, AAC as an
intervention will increase communication and decrease challenging behaviors for children with
disabilities (Walker, V. L. and Snell, M. E., 2013, pp. 125-128).
The use of Functional Communication Training (FCT) and augmentative and alternative
communication (AAC) as interventions to increase communication skills and decrease
challenging behavior was further investigated by Walker, V. L., Lyon, K. L., Loman, S. L., and
Sennott, S. (2018). The team conducted a meta-analysis to examine the implementation of FCT
that involved aided and unaided AAC as an intervention to reduce challenging behaviors in
students with disabilities. The researchers sought to find how practical this intervention was in
inclusive and non-inclusive school settings (pp. 118-120).
Walker, V. L. et al. (2018), gathered studies that followed specific criteria. FCT was
implemented and used any form of AAC. The FCT intervention had to be conducted within a
school setting, and the study had to report the effects of the use of FCT and AAC (aided or
unaided) on challenging behaviors. With this criteria in place, the team found 17 studies to
examine. Within the studies, participants ranged in ages from younger than five to 21 years of
age. The majority of participants across all studies were reported to have an intellectual
disability or Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and the majority of students were reported to be
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at the emerging level of communication. Prior to the interventions, the studies reported that
the majority of students used unaided AAC. Typical behaviors reported across the studies were
destructive, disruptive, and distracting behaviors. The research team found that over half of the
studies implemented FCT in a contextualized setting. It was also noted that the majority of
participants were provided FCT in a non-inclusive school setting, however a small percent of
students received FCT in an inclusive school setting. (pp. 121-125).
Findings showed that overall, the use of AAC alongside FCT as an intervention in the
school setting, increased student’s communication using either aided or unaided AAC, and also
reduced problem behaviors. Across studies this intervention supported students with different
needs, supported their communication and behavior by teaching a more effective way to
communicate a want or a need. Other findings showed students who previously displayed less
significant behaviors, showed greater improvements as compared to students with more
significant behaviors. Another important finding showed students who received the
intervention in an inclusive setting made greater improvements. It could be suggested that
communication interventions alongside typically developing peers, can make a greater impact
for students with communication delays and challenging behaviors. The results also showed
that FCT with AAC interventions could be successful in an inclusive school setting. The
researchers concluded that FCT as an intervention was effective for students with challenging
behaviors and who used some form of AAC. The team noted the goal for FCT was to support
students by teaching appropriate replacement communication behavior across all settings.
Researchers suggested that school teams must plan for maintenance and generalization to
promote greater success (Walker, V. L. et al., 2018, pp. 126-127).
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Ganz, J., Parker R., and Benson J. (2009), explored how the Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS) impacted communication and behavior. The purpose of the
study was to investigate whether using PECS would increase using a picture to make a request
for something such as a snack. Researchers wanted to know if there would be increased use of
intelligible words or word approximations. And would challenging behaviors decrease following
the PECS instruction? Generalization and maintenance of all of the skills was also a focus of this
study (pp. 250-252).
The research methods focused on three preschool and kindergarten boys, all diagnosed
with autism. The three students all had speech delays and engaged in a variety of challenging
behaviors such as aggression and self-injury. Following baseline data collection, the
interventionist provided 10 five-minute sessions following the PECS protocol. After the
intervention sessions, a data session was completed with each student. Maintenance sessions
followed five to six weeks later (Ganz, J., et al., 2009, pp. 252-255).
Results from the study showed that all three students did not use any pictures prior to
the intervention, however once PECS was introduced to them, all students began to
communicate. During the maintenance sessions, all boys continued to use PECS and two of the
boys increased the number of pictures used. There was no clear outcome for how PECS
affected behaviors. The student’s behaviors decreased some, but were not statistically
consistent (Ganz, J., et al., 2009, pp. 257-259).
Ganz, J., et al. (2009) discussed that all three boys learned PECS quickly to request
desired items. Although there was not a clear outcome of the impact of PECS for behavior,
there could have been a clearer outcome if the intervention had been conducted over a longer
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period of time. It is likely that because this study did not address the function of the behaviors
the targeted vocabulary was ineffective. With identified functions of behavior and appropriate
vocabulary, PECS may have had a positive effect on challenging behaviors. This study was
limited by the small participant size, however, the research team discussed that the findings
could be generalized across a similar population (pp. 258-259).
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CHAPTER III: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Communication is an essential part of our daily lives. We communicate in so many
different ways to express our needs, wants, and feelings about things. For over six million
people in the United States, the ability to use language or communicate is impaired (NIDCD,
2016). Many people who have a language or communication deficit also have other disabilities
such as autism or a developmental disability. Often individuals who have one of these
disabilities may also have challenging behaviors such as shutting down, physical, or verbal
aggression. Some researchers suggest a correlation between a communication deficit and
challenging behaviors in individuals with autism or other developmental cognitive disabilities.
When seeking ways to support a child who presents with challenging behaviors, it is
important to understand the function of the behavior to implement strategies that support the
child. Of the many behavioral functions, many researchers have studied communication.
Researchers want to determine what correlation exists between the lack of ability to
communicate and challenging behaviors among people with autism or other developmental
cognitive disabilities.
Sigafoos, J. (2000) examined the correlation between behavior and communication and
discovered different results based on receptive and expressive language ability. The research
found that people who have a greater receptive language deficit, meaning they have a difficult
time understanding what is being communicated to them, tended to have more challenging
behaviors when compared to someone with expressive language deficits (p. 168). This research
finding was interesting to me and made me rethink my understanding of communication and
language as well as my own students’ communication and behaviors. Prior to reading Sigafoos’s
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research, I mostly thought of a language and communication disability being unable to talk.
After reading this research I took time to reflect about whether my students actually
understood what I am saying and if they aren’t, could that cause some of the behaviors. One
student, in particular, would often shut down or get stuck after I gave him a direction. For a
long time, I thought he refused to follow my directions. However, I now think it could simply be
that he did not understand the directions due to impaired receptive language skills. From this
research, I feel it is important to consider communication when theorizing about the function of
a behavior, and also to work with the speech-language pathologist to better understand the
students’ receptive language and expressive language skills.
Many other researchers found evidence that communication correlates with behavior
for some individuals with autism or other developmental cognitive disabilities. Although some
researchers found a correlation between the two, other researchers found no evidence that the
lack of communication skills causes increased behavior. Park, C. J., Yelland, G. W., Taffe, J. R.,
and Gray, K. M. (2012) also researched this topic and found no, or very little, correlation
between behavior and communication. They discussed that although there was no clear
correlation between challenging behaviors and communication skills, children with impaired
receptive language exhibited challenges in daily living and social skills (p. 2765).
The discussion about whether or not communication and language skills correlate with
challenging behaviors, including the best way to support people with communication and
behavioral challenges is also highly researched and debated. There were several behavior and
communication interventions that emerged multiple times in my research, the first being
Functional Communication Training (FCT). According to the Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA)
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website, FCT is defined as “the process of teaching meaningful and functional communication in
a natural way to children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and other developmental
disorders” (Applied Behavior Analysis Edu, n.d., How is Functional Communication Training
Used in ABA). A research study conducted by Durand, V. M. and Moskowitz, L., J., (2019)
looked into the relationship between behavior and communication and if FCT could create
positive results for individuals who are impacted by both. Their research looked into why FCT
could be beneficial, that FCT finds the function of the behavior, understands that
communication could be the function, and then teaches the child a more appropriate way to
communicate. Their research found that for FCT to be effective, it should be implemented with
fidelity (pp. 139-140).
Keen, D., Sigafoos, J., and Woodyatt, G. (2001) also studied the effectiveness of FCT.
They studied the effectiveness of FCT when teachers were trained to implement the
intervention with young students identified with communication deficits and presented with
challenging behaviors. The research found that the students learned the replacement
communication quickly, possibly because the replacement communication fulfilled their wants
and needs more easily than the challenging behaviors they previously used (pp. 390-397).
Another communication intervention I found in my research was parent-implemented
Enhanced Milieu Teaching (EMT). This study conducted by Curtis, P.R., Kaiser, A.P., Esabrook, R.,
and Roberts, M. Y., (2019) found that when parents were taught different language
intervention strategies the children’s communication skills improved while their challenging
behaviors were reduced (pp. 581-588). These interventions have shown success to increase
communication and decrease challenging behaviors in children with ASD.
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Communication interventions include different types of augmentative alternative
communication (AAC). There are many different types of AAC that are individualized based on
many factors including portability, complexity of language, and cognitive motor skills levels of
user. From my research, effective AAC was noted for speech generated devices (SGD), Picture
Exchange Communication System (PECS), and aided and unaided communication devices.
Walker, V. L., and Snell, M. E. (2013) studied the effectiveness of AAC for increasing
communication and decreasing behaviors. They found that different types of AAC successfully
increased communication and decreased behaviors when combined with an intervention like
FCT (pp. 125-128).
There was a plethora of research surrounding the topic of communication and behavior
and whether or not a person’s lack of communication or language skills plays a role in the
challenging behaviors. An important point I have learned from my research is, looking at the
function of the behavior. There are many underlying causes for student behavior. Investing
time to discover the function of a behavior will help determine what to do to support them. I
feel many of my own students’ behaviors tend to be related to their communication and
language disabilities. Taking this into consideration, I now find it important to think about
whether they are behaving a certain way due to not being able to express something to me or if
they aren’t understanding what I am telling them.
From my research, I have also come to better understand the importance of finding
ways to support students with language and communication disabilities who may also display
challenging behaviors. I personally feel challenging behavior is often related to language and
communication deficits and teaching my students to communicate in more appropriate ways is
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so important. Learning about interventions like FCT and understanding the importance of
properly implementing FCT and providing students with appropriately tailored AAC is another
discovery from my research. I hope from my research that I can continue to find ways to better
support my students’ communication needs and to collaborate with my colleagues to learn and
understand the possible functions of student behaviors and how to support them.
The relationship between communication and behavior is well-researched. Although
there is a lot of research about this topic, there isn’t a clear answer to whether or not
challenging behaviors are caused by communication deficits. It would be interesting to see
future research that pinpoints the relationship between communication and behavior and
possibly other reasons some children have more significant challenging behaviors than their
peers. It would also be helpful to find more research considering the benefits and effectiveness
of interventions, besides FCT, to provide additional strategies to support students.
Is there a correlation between challenging behaviors and communication deficits among
individuals with autism or other developmental cognitive disabilities? The research did not
reveal a definitive answer as some studies showed a correlation and others found no
correlation. One thing that has emerged from my research is that there is a function to all
behavior and it is important for us as educators to do our best to determine the function. Once
we isolate the cause of the behavior, we can determine better ways to support the student
whether that is providing them with a more effective way to communicate or to support them
in other ways. All children, whether or not they have a disability, deserve to be heard and
understood.
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